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Under a white canvas stretched over arched steel pipes shaped like a 

shell, are a cluster of children and adults. Most of the children are 

somewhere between 1 and 2 years old, I would guess. And, yes, rightly 

enough, adults are also invited, although the age group for the 

performance is an unusual category of theatre-goers to be found in 

foyers: children between 0 and 3. 



On the floor in front of us, which is covered with a bright green sea 

grass-like carpet, two figures come creeping in from each side. The 

two female performers look like sea anemones, or rather fable-like 

figures from the ocean, where names and words are not important; the 

figures just are there, not unlike the small people, with their special 

form of intuitive intelligence and their inherent total presence.

Korall koral - a baby opera premiered in 2009 in cooperation between 

Hanne Dieserud and Christina Lindgren (concept, production and 

direction), the Norwegian Opera and Ballet and The Norwegian Touring 

Theatre. This was after the trio gained success with Høyt opp i fjellet. 

Korall koral has by now been seen by over 8000 people. Central to the 

concept is the composer Maja Ratkje’s soundscape that was developed 

in close cooperation with Lindgren, best known for her many years as 

scenographer. Here she has created objects that function as both 

instrumental and theatrical figures in the room - such as a conch shell 

who ‘sings’ out Ratkje’s composition of Russian and Polynesian words, 

a playful language which it is possible to imagine that children may 

recognise. 

Oceanic Room of Resonance

The trio Dieserud/Lindgren/Ratkje represents an artistic complexity 

that weaves together to form a sea of sound and intriguing scenic 

figures, where the ocean is the outspoken underlying theme. The 

quality of the performance is palpable; composition, scenography, 

song and dance, come together in sense stimulating games.

The fascination for it all was evident among the audience. Large eyes, 

laughter, the beginning of tears, and not the least direct applause 

from a small theatergoer were all present during the performance: - 

‘Yes!’ he suddenly shouted and clapped his hands, when the ‘sea 



anemonies’ rolled over on the seabed or the seahorse harp was played 

on. The latter was a beautiful stringed instrument with iron body 

which resembled a sea horse. It was designed by Lindgren and 

produced by composer and instrument creator Jon Halvor Bjørnseth 

and blacksmith Merete Nilsen Bua. The two actors (performed in 

rotation by Hanne Dieserud, Silje Johnsen Aker, Hanna Gjermundrød or 

Camilla Vislie) inhabit a languorous movement language, where they 

constantly change shape and tone, with the use of voice and the ‘sea 

creature’ instruments. The dramaturgy shifts between meditative and 

slow-moving to the more expressionistic, where the potentially 

humorous does not slip into clowning. Here there is no simple 

dichotomy between silly and serious, and with this, respect for the 

children and their own form of existence comes clearly into focus; 

walking around with big eyes and saying ‘ka ka ka’ needn’t be a 

laughing matter. It can be very serious. Or simply a nice thing to do. 

 Both Dieserud and Lindgren (among much else) have worked with the 

director/ actor Lars Øyno’s  Artaud-inspired Grusomhetens Teater. 

Combining this background with Ratkje’s sound art, characterized by 

‘found sounds’ and a voice work which develops the overall 

expression into an instrumental and tonal Wunder-kammer, we get a 

trio with a nuanced and developed sense of non-linear storytelling. In 

Korall koral, the aesthetic elements enter an almost timeless space of 

polyphony, and what can be called an avant-garde concept of quality 

here goes hand in hand with children’s natural sense of form and 

audio-visual sensitivity, and yes, intelligence. The obvious fascination 

for the figures and sound room became all the greater joy when the 

two sea-figures hand out ocean creatures and plants that all can shake 

or play on. The children can touch and feel, and not at least explore, 

how the sounds are made.



Aesthetic Education?

Performing arts for children aged 0-3 years can be called a new 

emerging niche that is developing in line with our increasing 

knowledge of children’s abilities and developmental stages. In Norway 

this investment was made visible through the 3-year Norwegian-

initiated EU cooperation Glitter Bird (formerly Klangfugl) which had the 

explicit aim of creating art for this target group. The general focus on 

art for children and young people, both before and afterwards, has 

triggered questions about the aesthetic and/or the educational 

benefits, and creates both conflict and a general cry for development. 

This is a theme recently picked up by Kunstløftet an initiative of the 

Norwegian Council of Culture established in 2008, with the goal of 

giving art for children and young people a ‘qualitative boost’ with the 

underlying question: What can and should be artistic quality for 

children and young people in our time? Central to this question is the 

complex matter about how theater and the performing arts can act on, 

be part of and challenge the media culture with its ability to seduce 

and with its interactive possibilities. But perhaps, especially for the 

very youngest, follows another important question; how do we manage 

the time we have together with our children? In the book The genius of 

natural childhood (2011 Hawthorn Press), by British Sally Blythe, she 

emphasizes song as a form of ‘wonder-cure’ for the development of 

small children's intelligence, and at the same time points out how the 

focus on reading and writing in early childhood prevents the optimal 

progress of children's abilities of learning and development. Logically 

the body must be included, because it is always present. 

With Korall koral, we have not only gained opera for babies, which in 

itself is unique in a global context, but an example of how the idea of 

quality, in art for children and young people, need not be about what 

we can teach them, but what we can integrate into art if we allow 



ourselves to re-evaluate existence on the premises of the form of 

intelligence very small children embody and employ. The performance 

reminds us that in this space can one find rare and energy-giving coral 

reefs to rest on, in an existential sea which we adults sometimes try 

too hard to force into a system of paper, scissors and stone.


